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Abstract 
 
Increases in mental health problems within Japan’s school population have led the 
Japanese government to initiate school counseling services. However, the development 
of counseling services is hindered by the lack of public appreciation for the magnitude 
of mental health problems and the lack of clarity regarding the economic benefits of 
such counseling services. The aim of this study was to evaluate perceptions of the 
economic value of school counseling services. An internet-based questionnaire survey 
using a contingent valuation method was conducted (n = 600). Data on age, sex, marital 
status, family structure, job, annual household income, present/lifetime experience in 
using counseling services, and familiarity with school counseling services were 
compiled. Main outcome measure was willingness to pay for school counseling 
services. Study participants indicated a median willingness to pay JPY 1,332 (USD 
13.32) per year for counseling services. The logistic regression analysis showed that the 
present use of counseling services and having children were significantly associated 
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with WTP, while the other measured variables were not. The present study clarifies the 
public perception of the monetary value of school counseling services, and thus 
provides useful information to policy makers and tax payers. 
 
Keywords 
school counseling, mental health, economic value, contingent valuation method, 
willingness to pay  
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Background 
 
Mental health issues in Japan’s school population are becoming more prevalent, leading 
to a concomitant rise in the demand for school counseling services. In 1995, the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology in Japan (MEXT) 
started a school counselor pilot project to address the increasing problems of school 
refusal and family violence. In 2012, school counselors were stationed in almost all of 
the public junior high schools (over 10,000 schools nationwide) and about 65% of 
elementary schools (MEXT, 2013a). School students, parents, and school staff can 
access school counseling services for free, as these services are funded using taxpayers' 
money. Clinical psychologists, psychiatrists, and university teachers who have expertise 
in the areas of child and student psychology are eligible to apply for the post of a 
counselor. The main roles and responsibilities of a school counselor involve assessment 
of a child’s needs and problem areas, counseling a child, and conducting consultations 
with students’ parents and school staff. The school counselor conducts sessions in the 
school for 7–8 hours once a week. Schools that have a counselor have lower rates of 
violence, school refusal, and bullying as compared to the national average (MEXT, 
2013b). 
 However, a greater effort is necessary to combat mental health problems in the 
school population. A survey of 2974 junior and senior high-school students showed that 
9.9% of students (boys: 7.5%; girls: 12.1%) had experienced self-injury at least once 
(Matsumoto & Imamura, 2008). Further, it has been reported that 587 people under 20 
years of age committed suicide in 2012 (National Police Agency Japan, 2013). Previous 
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studies indicated that 22.4% of junior high school students showed a strong depressive 
tendency in a questionnaire survey (Denda et al., 2004), and 4.1–4.9% met diagnostic 
criteria for a mood disorder in studies that used semi-structured interviews (Denda, 
2008; Sato et al., 2008). An international comparison survey indicated that Japanese 
students experienced difficulties in interpersonal relationships and experienced feelings 
of powerlessness (Houri et al., 2012). Even though school counseling services offer 
invaluable stress management solutions to students, their development is hindered by 
the lack of clarity on the economic benefits of such services. 
Several prior studies examined the economic value of counseling and mental 
health care services (Choi et al., 2013; Gore & Madhavan, 1994; Sueki, 2013; 
Uzochukwu et al., 2011). A study involving 291 undergraduate students in Korea 
indicated that participants’ willingness to pay (WTP) for career counseling was between 
USD 10.22 to USD 10.54 per hour (Choi et al., 2013). A contingent valuation study 
including 462 Japanese university students showed that an estimated median WTP for 
student counseling services was USD 27.96 per year (Sueki, 2013). Moreover, a review 
of the economic impact of psychotherapy concluded that it appears to reduce a variety 
of costs incurred in the treatment of mental disorders (Gabbard et al., 1997). In addition, 
many economic evaluation studies and reviews associated counseling with better health 
care and well-being (Diener et al., 1998; Olsen & Smith, 2001). However, no studies 
thus far have sought to examine the economic value of school counseling services 
provided in Japan. 
 Hence, in an attempt to fill this gap in the literature, the present study assessed 
the perceived economic value of school counseling services. Additionally, this study 
identified various factors that influence these perceptions, to assess the validity of the 
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results. Calculating an estimate of the economic value of school counseling services 
would facilitate the decision of creating an appropriate budget scale. Continual 
monitoring of the perceived economic value by people who incur the costs of the school 
counseling services would promote the sound development of school counseling.  
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Methods 
 
Study design: contingent valuation method 
This study employed the contingent valuation method (CVM) to estimate WTP for 
school counseling services. The CVM is a well-known method of economic valuation 
for estimating the value of intangibles, and is widely used when performing cost-benefit 
analyses in an attempt to simulate a hypothetical market by conducting questionnaire-
based consumer surveys. In this study, the objective of the questionnaire was to estimate 
participants’ WTP for an intangible service based on a hypothetical scenario in which 
participants represent the demand and the researcher plays the role of the supplier. The 
technique of using the CVM in conjunction with WTP originated from research 
undertaken in the field of environmental protection. Subsequently, the CVM was 
employed in the field of medicine, resulting in a number of CVM studies on health care 
evaluation (Bijlenga et al., 2011; Klose, 1999; Yasunaga et al., 2006). 
Out of the several types of CVM, such as open-ended questions, payment 
cards, and dichotomous choices, this study employed double-bounded dichotomous 
choices because of the high response rate, the greater statistical efficiency of WTP 
results, and the absence of limitations found in other procedures (Rasch et al., 2009). In 
dichotomous choices, a participant responds with only “yes” or “no” answers to a 
specific bid presented. In double-bounded dichotomous choices, a question is asked 
twice and if the participant first answers “yes,” the researcher then asks whether the 
participant intends to double the first bid. Conversely, if the participant answers “no,” 
the researcher then presents a bid that is half of the first bid. 
Economic value of school counseling services–7 
 
7 
 
 
Questionnaire 
To elicit the WTP for school counseling, each participant was presented with a set of 
objective facts and a hypothetical situation. The facts included the prevalence of school 
counselors, effects of school counseling, and the responsibilities of school counselors . 
In the hypothetical situation, participants were asked to imagine a situation without 
school counseling services, and were then presented with a description of counseling 
services provided under that scenario. Details of the objective facts presented and the 
hypothetical scenario used in this study are provided in the Appendix. The participants 
were then asked how much they would be willing to pay, in addition to their tax, for the 
maintenance of school counseling services for one year. After answering the above 
question, participants were asked to explain their answer by selecting 1 of 7 potential 
reasons (see Appendix). 
 Data were collected using a double-bounded dichotomous choice approach 
through an online, self-administered questionnaire. To account for external factors that 
might have impacted WTP in this study, participants were asked to provide information 
on their age, sex (male/female), marital status (Married/Not married), family 
structure(With children/Not with children), job (Teacher/Unemployment/Other), and 
annual household income (High (>JPY 4 million/year)/Low (<JPY 4 million/year)). 
Moreover, participants’ present/lifetime experience in using counseling services (Have 
you ever used counseling services in the past? / Are you presently using counseling 
services?), and familiarity with school counseling services (Do you know about the 
school counseling services offered at your school?) were assessed. These items were 
selected based on a previous study on WTP and counseling (Choi et al., 2013). 
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Procedure and inclusion/exclusion criteria 
A panel survey was conducted with previously enrolled members of a major internet 
survey company in Japan in September 2013. To address the problems inherent in an 
online survey and raise the response validity level, we equipped the online questionnaire 
with preventive devices, such as the mandatory creation of user accounts for 
participation, which would eliminate double replies and operational errors. The sample 
size was determined based on the response rate estimated by considering the results of 
the previous online CVM study in Japan (Sueki, 2013) and guidelines published by the 
Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism in Japan (2008), which indicate 
that problems in estimation accuracy arise when there are fewer than 300 participants. 
Participants included in the study were 30 years of age or older, had a proper 
understanding of the Japanese language, and provided online consent to answer the 
questionnaire. Participants who did not consent to the survey, adequately understand 
Japanese, or apprehend the purpose of the survey were excluded from the study. To 
comply with ethical considerations, all the participants were urged to provide informed 
consent before answering the questionnaire. Those participants who declined to respond 
to the request were excluded from the study. 
 The questionnaire was distributed by e-mail to 2,880 individuals, of whom 709 
completed it (response rate = 24.6%). Participants with questionable answers (e.g., 
answers including incomprehensible character strings in open-response questions) were 
excluded (n = 8). In accordance with our contract with the survey company, data 
delivered to the author consisted of a random sampling of the first 100 questionnaires 
from male and female respondents in their 30s, 40s, and 50s (600 in total). 
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Statistical analyses 
In our assessment of the economic value of school counseling, participants who 
answered “I am not sure” in the double-bounded dichotomous choice question for the 
reasons “I am willing to spend money to help people, whether it is for maintaining 
school counseling services or for other reasons”, or “Although it is important to 
maintain school counseling services, I am against increasing the tax” were eliminated 
from the analysis. This is because these participants were considered to have approved 
or disapproved of paying additional tax regardless of the economic value of school 
counseling services, and the procedure in accordance with the CVM guideline (Ministry 
of Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism in Japan, 2008). The effect of 
eliminating these participants on the study outcome was evaluated using a t-test (for the 
analysis of continuous data) and a chi-square test (for categorical data). 
 The overall WTP for school counseling services was evaluated from individual 
WTP using a logit model based on the random utility model. The formula used in the 
logit model was: 
 
Pr[yes] =
1
1 + e−[a+blog(WTPi)]
 
 
where Pr[yes] is the assenting rate; WTPi is an individual WTP; a is the intercept; and b 
is the slope. The representative value for WTP was the median value because the 
median WTP, which denotes the price approved by half of the participants, is used when 
considering fairness. To identify the factors affecting WTP, we used a logistic regression 
analysis, which is applicable when the dependent variable ranges from zero to one, such 
as in the case of probability. We tested the relationship between WTP and the following 
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variables: age, sex, marital status, family structure, job, annual household income, 
present/lifetime experience in using counseling services, and familiarity with school 
counseling services. A backward selection method was used to reduce the number of 
independent variables. A variable was eliminated if its removal statistic had a 
probability ≥ 0.10. The statistical software R version 3.0.1 (The R Project for Statistical 
Computing, http://www.r-project.org/ website), was used for all analyses. A p-value of 
less than 0.05 was considered significant. The exchange rate was assumed to be JPY 
100 for USD 1. 
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Results 
 
Participants 
Of the 320 participants included in the study, 51.9% were men; the mean age was 44.4 
years (standard deviation = 8.6, range = 30–59); 241 (75.3%) were married; and 209 
(65.3%) had children. Additional participant characteristics are presented in Table 1. 
There were no missing values for any of the variables in the final data set. Comparisons 
between included (n = 320) and eliminated (n = 280) participants (Table 1) revealed 
significant differences in familiarity with school counseling services but no significant 
differences in sex, age, marital status, family structure, job, annual household income, 
or experience using counseling services. 
  
WTP for school counseling 
Table 2 shows the results of participant bid selections. Participants with higher bid 
scores were willing to pay relatively less for the continuation of school counseling 
services. Based on these responses, the median WTP was estimated as JPY 1,332 (USD 
13.32) per year. The result of the logistic regression analysis is shown in Table 3. The 
analysis indicated that present use of counseling services and having children were 
significantly associated with WTP, while the other measured factors were not 
significantly associated.  
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Discussion 
 
Principal findings 
The median WTP for school counseling services in Japan was estimated as JPY 1,332 
(USD 13.32) per year. Taxpayers may believe that allocating funds to school counseling 
services may not be beneficial for the country’s economic growth. According to the 
MEXT report (MEXT, 2013c), the average number of school children per junior high 
school in Japan was about 332 in 2012. If school counseling services delivered the 
economic value of JPY 1,332 to parents, a school counselor, after factoring in the tax 
payable for maintaining school counseling services, would have an economic value of 
about JPY 0.9 million (1332 × 332 × 2 = 884,448) (about USD 8,844) per junior high 
school. Of course, the economic value of a school counselor should not be calculated 
using only parents’ WTP but other school officials’ and community members’ WTP as 
well, so this figure was thought to be the minimum. However, the financial costs to 
place a school counselor at every junior high school in Japan is estimated as JPY 1.5–2 
million (USD 15000–20000) per year (MEXT, 2014). Therefore, from an economic 
perspective, school counseling services in Japan may involve more costs than benefits.
 Our results indicate that having children significantly increases participants’ 
WTP for school counseling services. Since participants with children would be far more 
likely to take advantage of school counseling services, this finding is theoretically 
sound. This positive relationship corroborates the validity of the present study’s 
findings, because validity in the CVM depends on the consistency of the empirical data 
with the theoretical proposition (Mitchell & Carson, 1989). Previous studies indicated 
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that participants with higher incomes show a significantly higher WTP (Asenso-Okyere 
et al., 1997; Kartman et al., 1996; Russell et al., 1995). However, this finding may not 
be applicable to counseling services, as shown in the logistic regression analysis in this 
study. Further, Choi et al. (2013) indicated that participants’ income is not a significant 
predictor of their WTP for career counseling services intended for university/college 
students, which is consistent with the result of this study. Since there is minimal 
research on the relationship between WTP for counseling services and annual household 
income, further study is necessary to clarify this association.. 
 
Limitations 
There are several limitations in the present study. First, online panel surveys contain 
some inherent biases, such as coverage bias (American Association for Public Opinion 
Research, 2010). Participants in this study consist of members of comprehensive 
internet survey panels who were between 30 and 59 years of age and were organized via 
a major Japanese internet survey company. The participants were not chosen randomly 
from among taxpayers in Japan, and thus, the generalizability of this study may be 
limited mainly to frequent Internet users. Second, in our sampling process, there was a 
significant difference in familiarity with school counseling services between included 
and eliminated participants. The included participants were more familiar with school 
counseling services, which may have biased their responses. The WTP of this research 
may have been estimated more highly than the true value. Third, although the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration recommended face-to-face interviews to 
ensure response quality (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 1993), a 
questionnaire survey was used in this study to obtain the required sample size. Ensuring 
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the required number of responses is essential at this stage to minimize error and achieve 
valid conclusions. Moreover, face-to-face interviews could be employed in follow-up 
studies to acquire a higher response quality. Fourth, WTP may be affected by several 
other factors that were not examined in this study, such as subjects’ mental health. 
Future studies must consider examining these factors. Finally, although CVM was used 
to estimate WTP for school counseling in this study, it is not necessarily impossible to 
estimate it by the other method. For example, the economic value of psychotherapy was 
calculated based on the data about the recovery rate of employed people with some kind 
of mental disorder and working days lost due to sick leave (Layard et al., 2007). We 
should estimate the economic value of counseling services from a broad set of 
perspectives. 
 
Conclusions 
This study makes a unique contribution to the literature by being the first to provide an 
empirical economic evaluation of school counseling in Japan. Participants’ perception 
of the monetary value of counseling services was calculated in terms of WTP (median: 
JPY 1,332 = USD 13.32), using the CVM. In addition, this perception of value is 
explained to a certain degree by the characteristics of the participants. This study thus 
provides important information for tax payers as well as policy makers who assess the 
costs and benefits of school counseling services. Moreover, this study has successfully 
established that tax payers perceive school counseling services provided by professional 
counselors as important and of genuine economic value.  
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Table 1 
Comparison of characteristics between analyzed and eliminated participants 
    
Analyzed Eliminated 
Difference P (1 
(n = 320) (n = 280) 
Sex: n (%) 
Male 166 (51.9) 134 (47.9) 4.0 0.368 
Female 154 (48.1) 146 (52.1) -4.0  
Age: mean (standard deviation)  44.4 (8.6) 44.6 (8.3) -0.2 0.812 
Marital status: n (%) 
Married 241 (75.3) 208 (74.3) 1.0 0.778 
Not married 79 (24.7) 72 (25.7) -1.0  
Family structure: n (%) 
With children 209 (65.3) 182 (65.0) 0.3 1.000 
Not with children 111 (34.7) 98 (35.0)   
Job: n (%) 
Teacher 8 (2.5) 2 (0.7) 1.8 0.182 
Unemployed 11 (3.4) 13 (4.6) -1.2  
Other 301(94.1) 265 (94.6) -0.5  
Annual household income: n (%) 
Low (< JPY 4 million/year) 86 (26.9) 88 (31.4) -4.5 0.241 
High (> JPY 4 million/year) 234 (73.1) 192 (68.6) 4.5  
Experience with school counseling (present): n (%) 16 (5.0) 22 (7.9) -2.9 0.180 
Experience with school counseling (lifetime): n (%) 73 (22.8) 50 (17.9) 4.9 0.156 
Familiarity with school counseling services: n (%) 214 (66.9) 158 (56.4) 10.5 0.009 
(1 The t-test was employed for continuous data and the chi-square test was used for categorical data. 
Bold type indicates significance (P < 0.05) 
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Table 2 
Results of bid choices  
First bid 
Choice 
Total 1. Approve 1. Approve 1. Disapprove 1. Disapprove 
2. Approve 2. Disapprove 2. Approve 2. Disapprove 
2000 JPY (USD 20): n (%) 20 (24.1) 17 (20.5) 4 (4.8) 42 (50.6) 83 
4000 JPY (USD 40): n (%) 12 (15.8) 9 (11.8) 8 (10.5) 47 (61.8) 76 
6000 JPY (USD 60): n (%) 8 (10.8) 9 (12.2) 11 (14.9) 46 (62.2) 74 
8000 JPY (USD 80): n (%) 10 (11.5) 16 (18.4) 3 (3.4) 58 (66.7) 87 
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Table 3 
Associations of willingness to pay for school counseling services with demographics 
and the experience of counseling (n = 320) 
  Estimate t P 
Intercept  5.57 7.41 < 0.001 
ln (Bid)   -0.85 -9.19 < 0.001 
Sex Male - - -  
Female (Reference)       
Age  - - - 
Marital status Married - - -  
Not married 
(Reference) 
      
Family structure With children 0.73 3.04 0.003  
Not with children 
(Reference) 
     
Job Teacher - - -  
Unemployment - - -  
Other (Reference)       
Annual household income High (>JPY 4 
million/year) 
- - - 
 
Low (< JPY 4 
million/year) 
(Reference) 
      
Experience with counseling 
(present) 
Yes 1.15 2.47 0.014 
 No (Reference)       
Experience with counseling 
(lifetime) 
Yes - - - 
 No (Reference)       
Familiarity with school 
counseling services 
Yes - - - 
 No (Reference)       
Bold type indicates significance (P < 0.05)       
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Appendix 
 
The following is the questionnaire administered for the contingent valuation assessment. 
The survey includes facts and a hypothetical situation. A school counselor is a mental 
health specialist who manages mental health problems in elementary, junior high, and 
high schools. Please read the following scenarios carefully and answer the questions. 
 
[Facts and the hypothetical situation] 
Currently, the school counselor is stationed gradually in all the public junior high 
schools (about 10,000 schools). In private junior high schools, the distribution of a 
school counselor is advanced in response to the indirect assistance from the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, Japan. Distribution of school 
counselors in public elementary schools started from 2008. Most school counselors 
work 8 hours per week in an elementary/secondary education institution. 
 School counselors provide counseling in response to requests from 
pupils/students, teachers, school staff, and parents. In addition to counseling, school 
counselors perform student assessments, conduct psychological tests, and consult with 
teachers. Counselors also provide special training programs for teachers and school 
staff. 
 The incidence rate of bullying, school refusal, and school violence in schools in 
which a counselor works is lower than that of the national average. The incidence rate 
of bullying in a prefecture that assigned a school counselor for a junior high school 
improved 50% or more in the past five years and is lower than that of the national 
average. 
Economic value of school counseling services–24 
 
24 
 
 Imagine if national and local governments were to discontinue such counseling 
services and close the counseling offices. Pupils/students, teachers, school staff, and 
parents would then have to consult external counseling services to receive psychological 
advice. 
 
[Question] 
Do you approve or disapprove of a XXX-yen increase in the annual tax to continue the 
provision of school counseling services? 
[Answers] 
I approve. I’m not sure. I disapprove. 
 
[Reason for the evaluation] 
Please choose your reason from one of the following options. 
1. It is important to maintain school counseling services. 
2. I can afford to pay this amount of money to maintain school counseling services. 
3. I am willing to spend money to help people, whether it is for maintaining school 
counseling services or for other reasons. 
4. Although it is important to maintain school counseling services, I cannot spend such a 
large amount of money. 
5. Although it is important to maintain school counseling services, I am against 
increasing the tax. 
6. We do not need school counseling services in educational institutions. 
7. Other reasons 
